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ABSTRACT
Evocations of Nature in Selected Piano Works by Debussy
Zi-Ling Heah
The connection between nature and the music of Claude Debussy is unique and
fascinating, with nature serving as a source of influence and inspiration for Debussy. Debussy
looked upon nature with veneration and this viewpoint helped to form the musical ideals that he
pursued while breaking with the traditional forms of music. References to nature appear in
the descriptive titles of many works by Debussy, but this research focuses on selected piano
works from his two books of Images. Debussy’s sense of connection to nature in his music,
especially when viewed through the lenses of the Impressionist and Symbolist movements,
along with influences from the Javanese Gamelan, helps us to understand the formation of his
musical background in the fin-de-siècle era. Ultimately, we can see from Debussy’s writings
that his goal in music is to achieve a freedom that already exists within the realms of nature
and the imagination.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Claude Debussy (1862-1918), one of the best-known composers in Western music
history, lived during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He was most often
associated with the French Impressionist movement, together with Maurice Ravel (1875-1937).
This research project studies how the subject of nature is portrayed in selected piano
works by Debussy. The joining of nature and music in Debussy’s piano works has always been a
personal interest of mine, as I find this amalgamation to be calming and freeing; but it is also
intriguing at the same time, as my mind is stimulated and transferred to another space.
Different composers evoked nature in individual ways. The portrayal of nature in
Debussy’s music is quite different from the styles of music in the late Classical or early
Romantic eras, such as Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony or Schubert’s song cycles. Hence, the
question of how Debussy evoked nature in his music must be understood in light of his style.
This style can be considered through the influences that Debussy received from the French
Impressionist and Symbolist movements, which will be explored in the third chapter of this
research, but which will be introduced briefly, later in this chapter.
Debussy’s musical references to elements of nature are presented in an abstract manner,
as seen in the descriptive titles in his works. Examples of such titles are “Reflets dans l’eau”
[Reflections in the water] and “Poissons d’or” [Goldfish] from his Images, and “Le vent dans la
plaine” [The wind in the plain] and “Feuilles mortes” [Dead leaves] from the Preludes.
Debussy’s orchestral works which evoke nature include “La mer” [The sea] and “Nuages”
[Clouds] from his Nocturnes.
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Nature as the main subject is thought-provoking, as I personally enjoy the freedom to
expand my imagination when playing or listening to the piano music of Debussy. Debussy
himself also strove for a “freedom in his music, as not being tied to a more or less exact
reproduction of Nature, but to the mysterious correspondences between Nature and
Imagination.”1 Debussy believed that “nature constitutes the supreme source of beauty in the
universe and that music possesses a singular capacity to glorify the natural world.”2 Nature also
serves as inspiration for musical innovation, as Debussy “regarded nature as the ideal model for
musical ingenuity because it generates beauty that is unfettered by the precepts of cultural
institutions.”3 Debussy also found some form of spirituality in the mysteries of nature, which he
regarded as his religion.4
Another topic which will be discussed is the influence of Javanese Gamelan in his music.
Debussy was first introduced to Javanese Gamelan at the Paris International Exposition in 1889,
where “these sounds and free-flowing forms had a profound effect” on him.5 Debussy was
impressed with Javanese music because of “its roots in nature and the importance it ascribed to
musical line.”6 Music from the Javanese Gamelan is associated with nature, as the musicians
create it from the rhythms and sounds of their natural surroundings in a Javanese “kampong”
(village).

1

Gordon, Stewart. A History of Keyboard Literature: Music for the Piano and Its Forerunners, 359. New York:
Schirmer Books, 1996.
2
Morrow, Matthew Robert. "“Complex Impressions”: Nature in the Music and Criticism of Claude Debussy in Two
Volumes," vii. Ph.D. diss., University of Rochester, 2012.
3
Ibid, 33
4
Claude Debussy, interview by Henry Malherbe, “M. Claude Debussy and Le Martyre de Saint-Sébastien,” Excelsior,
February 11, 1911, reprinted in Claude Debussy, Debussy on Music, ed. and trans. Richard Langham Smith, intro.
François Lesure (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1977), 248.
5
Burge, David. “Claude Debussy.” In Twentieth Century Piano Music, 5. New York: Schirmer Books, 1990.
6
Pasler, Jann. “Timbre, Voice-Leading, Musical Arabesque,” in Briscoe (ed.), Debussy in Performance, 226. New
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1999.
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Debussy also admired how “Javanese music obeys laws of counterpoint that make
Palestrina seem like child’s play.”7 For Debussy, Javanese music possessed these characteristics:
“multiplicity of simultaneous lines in relationship with each other, and in constant
metamorphosis,”8 which he understood to be synonymous with musical beauty. Other elements
of Javanese Gamelan that are relevant to the discussion of specific Debussy pieces include the
use of percussive and bell-like sonorities, and also the influence of slendro tuning,9 which shares
similarities with the Western concepts of pentatonic and whole-tone scales.
The piano works that I have chosen to discuss appear in the two books of Images, which
Debussy wrote in 1905 and 1907, respectively. The titles of these selected pieces are “Reflets
dans l’eau” [Reflections in the water], “Cloches à travers les feuilles” [Bells through the leaves],
“Et la lune descend sur le temple qui fut” [And the moon descends on the temple that was] and
“Poissons d'or” [Goldfish].
Based on the titles, we see that Debussy’s representation of nature is abstract, especially
considering the lack of extra-musical sources such as poetry or literature. Hence, the discussion
which follows relies significantly on my personal interpretation as a listener and as a performer,
regarding how nature is evoked in these individual works. However, I support these subjective
viewpoints with evidence from scholarly writings such as books, journal articles, encyclopedias,
and dissertations.

7

Claude Debussy, Debussy on Music, 278.
Pasler, Jann. “Timbre, Voice-Leading, Musical Arabesque,” 226.
9
Carterette, Edward C., and Roger A. Kendall. “On the Tuning and Stretched Octave of Javanese Gamelans.”
Leonardo Music Journal 4 (1994): 59. https://doi.org/10.2307/1513182. There are two tuning systems in Javanese
Gamelan. One system of five tones is called slendro, while the other system of seven tones is called pelog. The
pelog system has seven unequally spaced intervals, whereas the slendro system has five relatively evenly spaced
intervals.
8
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Two topics are so essential to the flow of this paper that they need to be discussed
individually in advance: The Impressionist movement and its treatment of nature, and the
influences of French Symbolist poets on Debussy.
Impressionism and Nature
The term “Impressionist” was first used as an insult, referring to the painting Impression,
Sunrise, by Claude Monet (1840-1926), during an art exhibition in 1874, when the critic Louis
Leroy accused it of being a sketch or impression, not a finished painting.10 French Impressionist
paintings in that era showed a “new relationship to nature.” An influential French art critic, Jules
Castagnary, observed that the Impressionist painters “render not the landscape but the sensation
produced by the landscape.”11 The treatment of nature in Impressionist paintings may to a certain
extent be comparable to the evocations of nature in Debussy’s music, especially regarding the
visual elements which are associated with the descriptive titles of the pieces. That is, the music
renders a musical impression of the natural image.
The term “Impressionism” was first used in conjunction with music by the painter PierreAugust Renoir in 1882, to describe the Pièces pittoresques by Emmanuel Chabrier (1841-1894),
as Renoir spoke to Richard Wagner (1813-1883) about “the Impressionists in music.”12 The term
was also used in 1887, by the secretary of the Académie des Beaux Arts, as an attack on
Debussy’s Printemps (Spring), describing the work as “displaying an exaggerated sense of
musical color.”13 Debussy despised the “Impressionism” label, as it was used as an insult toward
his music. He also expressed that he “wished to go beyond the ‘impression’ in order to express

10

https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/imml/hd_imml.htm This painting is depicted later in Chapter 3.
Pasler, Jann. "Impressionism." Grove Music Online. 2001. [Accessed 8 November 2021]
12
Ibid.
13
Ibid.
11
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his inner feelings about the impression.”14 There is no clear answer regarding which influence
had a greater impact on Debussy’s music, but it is also crucial to discuss the Symbolist
movement, because of its importance for the background and style of Debussy’s music.
Influence of French Symbolist writers
The Symbolism movement was started by a group of French poets in the late nineteenth
century, spreading eventually to painting and theater. This movement was a reaction against the
strict use of forms and technique in French poetry. Symbolist artists sought to “express the
individual emotional experience through subtle and suggestive use of highly symbolized
language.”15 In Symbolist poetry, we can usually see that “highly personal use of metaphors and
images, though lacking a precise meaning, would [portray] the poet’s state of mind [through] the
‘dark and confused unity’ of an inexpressible reality.”16
The Symbolist writers that had the greatest impact on Debussy, at least in terms of
specific literary works that inspired specific music compositions, were Charles Baudelaire (18211867), Stéphane Mallarmé (1842-1898) and Paul Verlaine (1844-1896). Specifically, Debussy’s
orchestral work Prélude à l'après-midi d'un faune is inspired by the poem of the same name by
Mallarmé. “Clair de lune,” from his Suite bergamasque, is influenced by Verlaine’s poetry and
the title of his “Les sons et les parfums tournent dans l'air du soir,” from the first book of
Preludes, is quoted from the Harmonie du soir poem by Charles Baudelaire. There is also the
influence of Symbolist playwright Maurice Maeterlinck (1862-1949), whose play Pelléas et
Mélisande provided the settings for Debussy’s opera of the same name. Debussy might also have

14

Burge, David. “Claude Debussy.” In Twentieth Century Piano Music, 5. New York: Schirmer Books, 1990.
https://www.britannica.com/art/Symbolism-literary-and-artistic-movement. Accessed [9 November 2021].
16
Ibid.
15
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been influenced by Symbolist painters such as Paul Gauguin (1848-1903) and Odilon Redon
(1840-1916).
The “original conception of musical qualities in Symbolist poetry” is formed from the
amalgamation of Baudelaire’s concept of “correspondences between the senses” and Wagnerian
ideas of a “synthesis in arts.”17 Baudelaire’s idea of the “correspondence between the arts,” the
greatest expression of which is found in his poem “Correspondances” in Les Fleur du Mal
(1857), may have shed some influence on Debussy’s compositional goals. The themes of
Symbolist poetry are also centered around dreams, visions, and the power of imagination.18 The
impact and influence of Baudelaire’s ideas appear in Debussy’s letters in the 1890s, as Debussy
“[drew] connections between the arts in his own quest for an ideal musical form and expression.”

17

https://www.britannica.com/art/Symbolism-literary-and-artistic-movement. Accessed [9 November 2021].
https://www.britannica.com/art/Symbolism-literary-and-artistic-movement. Accessed [9 November 2021].
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Chapter 2
Review of Existing Literature

The sources that I have read and collected information from include books, journal
articles, encyclopedias, and dissertations. The topic areas that I find to be relevant to my research
project concern the connection of the Impressionistic and French Symbolist movements with
Debussy’s music, especially with regard to the subject of nature. The topic of influences from
Javanese Gamelan as related to nature is examined in three of the selected pieces: “Reflets dans
l’eau” [Reflections in the water], "Cloches à travers les feuilles" [Bells through the leaves], and
"Et la lune descend sur le temple qui fut" [And the moon descends on the temple that was]. There
are also sources that discuss the inspirations and influences from nature on Debussy’s music.
Edward Lockspeiser’s book, Debussy 19 is a musical biography of Debussy, also
discussing his influence as a figure who “radically changed the course of music”20 in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. One subject area that is relevant to my research is the “interrelation of the arts peculiar to the movements of Symbolist literature and Impressionist
painting”;21 this interrelation served as a musical ideal for Debussy. Lockspeiser explores
Debussy’s aesthetics and musical expression through the lenses of the composer’s life and
personal character, for better understanding of his music. There is also some brief discussion and
description of the piano pieces from Debussy’s two books of Images, serving as an introduction
to these pieces.

19

Lockspeiser, Edward. Debussy. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1972.
Ibid, “Preface,” v.
21
Ibid.
20

8

Francois Lesure’s book, Debussy on Music, 22 is a collection of critical writings by
Debussy himself, expounding his artistic ideas. Debussy’s role as a music critic helps us better
understand his musical ideals and ideas, from his own point of view. These articles also give the
reader a perspective upon musical life in Paris, from Debussy’s position as one of the most
influential French composers in the world of Western art music. The connection of nature and
music is first mentioned by Debussy in his article, “Music in the Open Air,”23 where music can
be “regenerated, taking a lesson in freedom from the blossoming of the trees.”24 There may also
be a sense of unity in music and nature, where “the mysterious collaboration between air
currents, the movement of leaves, and the perfume of flowers would combine together in such a
natural marriage with the music that it would seem to live with each one of them.”25
Furthermore, Debussy also observes that music is a “free art, a well-spring, an art of the open air,
an art comparable to the elements – the wind, the sea, and the sky!” 26 Based on these articles, we
can see his veneration of nature and how he saw it as a form of musical ideal. We also see
specific ties to Symbolism, especially the idea of correspondences between different classes of
phenomena.
Paul Roberts’s book, Images: The Piano Music of Claude Debussy,27 contains several
chapters that are useful for this topic. The title of the first chapter poses the question of whether
Debussy is “an Impressionist or a Symbolist,” but does not give a definite answer. This chapter
introduces Debussy’s background and the “artistic currents of fin-de-siècle Paris in which he was

22

Debussy, Claude. Debussy on Music: The Critical Writings of the Great French Composer Claude Debussy.
Collected by Francois Lesure and Translated by Richard Langham Smith. First American ed. New York: A.A. Knopf,
1977.
23
Debussy, Claude. Debussy on Music: The Critical Writings of the Great French Composer Claude Debussy, 40.
24
Ibid, 41.
25
Ibid, 94.
26
Ibid, 245
27
Roberts, Paul. Images: The Piano Music of Claude Debussy. Amadeus Press, 1996.
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formed.”28 Debussy’s fascination with the other arts, such as Symbolist poetry and Impressionist
painting, made him unique. Additionally, Roberts remarked that Debussy may have seen
“visions as yet unrecorded in music,” which adds an additional layer of complexity in
understanding Debussy’s art. This statement may possibly explain the linkage of Debussy’s
music to visual art, where the descriptive titles in his pieces give an impression and act as a
starting point for the listener to form their interpretation of Debussy’s music.
Roberts also specifically discusses “Reflets dans l’eau” [Reflections in the Water],
regarding the evocation of an Impressionist-style landscape and a symbolic connection with
water in this work. This piece also evokes a “potent image of water as a symbol of internal
experience, of the subconscious impressions of a dream.”29 Thus, the connection of nature and
imagination may have been more in line with the aesthetics of Symbolist poetry.
In my opinion, Debussy’s music reflects relationships both to Impressionism and also to
Symbolism, especially in regard to the subjects of nature and freedom of expression. Debussy’s
idea of nature and the imagination is explored further in Chapter Seven of Roberts’s book, which
talks about the influence of Javanese Gamelan in Debussy’s music, specifically seen in the use of
colorful sonorities on the piano, through emulation of the Gamelan texture and use of whole-tone
scales.
A dissertation by Matthew Robert Morrow, entitled “Complex Impressions,”30 talks
about Debussy’s personal reaction to Nature and how nature plays a core role in the aesthetics of
his music. This dissertation provides insight regarding how Debussy reacted to the natural world,
his inspirations from nature, and the influences of exotic music, shown through the analysis of

28

Roberts, Paul. Images: The Piano Music of Claude Debussy, 3.
Ibid, 25.
30
Morrow, Matthew Robert. "“Complex Impressions”: Nature in the Music and Criticism of Claude Debussy in Two
Volumes," Ph.D. diss., University of Rochester, 2012.
29
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specific works such as Pagodes, “Nuages” from Nocturnes, “Le faune” from Fêtes galantes and
La mer. This information is relevant to the topic of nature in Debussy’s music, but does not
include specific detailed analysis of his piano music.
Peter Dayan’s article “On Nature, Music, and Meaning in Debussy's Writing,”31 also
showed Debussy’s opinion as a music critic about the depiction of an “idealistic” reproduction of
nature. We observe this through Debussy’s response to Pierre Lalo’s 1905 criticism of La mer
and Debussy’s less-than-positive response to Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony, appearing in his
writings as a critic in the Gil blas periodical.32 In this article, Dayan discusses the constructs of
Debussy’s music and his approaches to composition, in light of ideas from the French Symbolist
writings. I find this article to be interesting, although its findings merely serve as a general
introduction for an understanding of Debussy’s thoughts on nature and music, with no related
comparison specific to his piano music.
The sources that I have found to be directly linked to references to nature in Debussy’s
piano music are primarily dissertations. Jodi Blount’s research33 discusses the major influences
on Debussy’s style, including the Impressionists, the Symbolists, Javanese music, Wagner, and
Russian music. The second half of this dissertation focuses on a structural analysis of the second
book of Images and how these pieces evolve from the traditional forms found in the Classical
period. The subject of nature is briefly discussed in the opening chapter with relation to
Impressionism and also as introduction to the descriptive titles of pieces from the second book of
Images.

31

Dayan, Peter. "On Nature, Music, and Meaning in Debussy's Writing." 19th-Century Music 28, no. 3 (2005): 214229.
32
Debussy, Claude. Debussy on Music, 117.
33
Blount, Jodi. “Claude Debussy’s Images, Series Two and the Influences on Debussy’s Compositional Style,” DMA
diss., University of Austin, Texas, 2001.
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The existing bibliographies about Debussy’s life and his works are huge; hence, the
sources listed here are not intended to be exhaustive. Moreover, I found that the specificity of my
research topic (the depiction of nature in Debussy’s piano music) contributed to some amount of
difficulty in accumulating sources which are specific to the scope of my research. Nonetheless, I
was able to build the coherence of my research ideas, based on the correlation between the
French Symbolist and Impressionist movements and the music of Debussy, especially in
depiction of nature. I have also identified the connection of Javanese Gamelan music and nature
in three pieces from Debussy’s Images.

12

Chapter 3
Influences from French Impressionist and Symbolist movements
This chapter discusses in greater detail the two artistic movements, Impressionism and
Symbolism, which particularly shaped Debussy’s background in Paris during the late nineteenth
century. Debussy was one of the first musicians to be associated with the “Impressionist” label,
when his work Printemps was criticized for its “vague impressionism” at the Académie in
1887.34 The negative connotations attached to these terms would explain why Debussy despised
the labels “Impressionist” and “Impressionism,” which he felt were employed by journalists as
“useful terms of abuse.”35 However, this was “not a denial of what the labels represented, the
movements themselves, so much as a fear of categorization.”36 Hence, it is appropriate to discuss
the influences that Debussy received from these movements, especially relating to the subject of
nature.
Influences from Impressionism
The term “Impressionist” in paintings was first used as a form of ridicule regarding
Monet’s Impression: Sunrise (Example 1) and eventually became an overarching term to
categorize the works of artists such as Monet, Degas, Pissarro, Sisley, Renoir, Cézanne, and
Regnault. This group of artists mounted their first exhibition in 1874, to showcase those of their
paintings which were not accepted by the Salon, the official art exhibition by the French
Academy of Fine Arts. The artists did not self-identify as “Impressionists”; rather, in the first
exhibition they simply called themselves the “Incorporated Society of Artists, Painters,

34

Roberts, Paul. Images: The Piano Music of Claude Debussy, 116.
Debussy on Music, 48.
36
Roberts, Paul. Images: The Piano Music of Claude Debussy, 4.
35
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Sculptors, Engravers, etc.”37 and had the intention to display their “originality of vision and
method,” with “little desire to be seen as a new school with a specific manifesto.”38
Example 1: Monet’s Impression, Sunrise39

It was ten days later that an art critic, Louis Leroy (1812-1885), published an article in
the satirical magazine, Le Charivari, describing the 1874 exhibition as “Exhibition of the
Impressionists.” In general, the subject matter of Impressionist paintings portrayed modern life,
with its cityscapes and natural landscapes. These Impressionist paintings revealed a brighter
palette of colors, with broken brushstrokes and loosely defined forms, giving the works an air of
spontaneity. The Impressionists were also “altering the perceptions of western visual art,”40 with
new theories of light and vision and “were looking at Nature with their own eyes instead of
through the distorting spectacles of academic theory.”41 Among the criticisms directed against

37

Ibid, 114.
Roberts, Paul. Images: The Piano Music of Claude Debussy,114.
39
https://artincontext.org/impression-sunrise-claude-monet/ [Accessed 25 April 2022]
40
Roberts, Paul. Images: The Piano Music of Claude Debussy, 114.
41
Myers, Rollo. Modern French Music: Its Evolution and Cultural Background from 1900 to the Present Day, 62.
Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1971.
38
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Impressionist paintings was that they were “mere sketches which are imprecise, loose in
technique, and with a lack of discipline.”42
Examples of Monet’s Impressionist paintings appear below, two of the more than thirty
views of the Rouen Cathedral he created in 1892-1893; each is painted at different times of the
day in order to show not the cathedral itself but rather the varied effects of light.
Example 2: The Portal and the Tour d’Albane in full Sunlight (Harmony in Blue and Gold)43
Example 3: The Portal of Rouen Cathedral in Morning Light44

Debussy’s interest in the idea of “composing a series of imaginary ‘musical images,’
based on aesthetic principles from the visual arts,” first appears in his three-part set of piano
pieces composed in 1894, posthumously known as Images oubliées.45 He also produced other
piano and orchestral works which had extra-musical titles that allude to references from the
visual arts. Examples include D'un cahier d'esquisses [From a Sketchbook] and Estampes [prints

42

Roberts, Paul. Images: The Piano Music of Claude Debussy, 115.
https://smarthistory.org/monet-rouen-cathedral-series/ [Accessed 25 April 2022]
44
https://www.getty.edu/art/collection/object/108HGY [Accessed 25 April 2022]
45
Debussy, Claude. Images: 2e série, IX. Edited by Douglas Woodfull-Harris and Tamara Stefanovich. New York:
Bärenreiter, 2012.
43
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or engravings] for piano, and orchestral works such as La mer [The Sea] and Images pour
orchestre. The Images for piano have also been described as “interiorized art prints,” and as
“exemplary snapshots from his own creative universe.”46
Debussy also admired the music of Richard Strauss (1864-1949), especially how “vividly
the tonalities shine through,” to the point that the “color itself had become the form.”47 Debussy
saw Strauss as “writing in colored images,” and seeming to “draw the outlines of his ideas with
the development of rhythmic colors from the orchestra.”48 There may be some parallels to draw
between Debussy’s music and the art of painting, especially with the emphasis on rhythm and
color that correlates with Impressionist painting. Debussy clarified his idea about how music can
capture the whole experience when he mentioned to the composer Raoul Bardac that, “Music has
this over painting: that it can bring together all variations of color and light. It is a point not often
observed, although it is quite obvious.”49
The subject of nature as a source of inspiration and musical ideal can be seen through an
article, “Music in the Open Air,”50 written by Debussy in 1901, as music critic for the magazine
La revue blanche. In this article, he mentioned the “possibility of a music especially written for
the open air, flowing in bold, broad lines from both the orchestra and the voices.”51 Music could
certainly be “regenerated, taking a lesson in freedom from the blossoming of the trees.”52
It would be a mysterious collaboration between the air, the movement of the
leaves, and the scent of the flowers – all mingled into music. She would be
reunited with all these elements in such a natural marriage that she would seem to

46

Ibid.
Debussy on Music, 68.
48
Ibid, 68.
49
Debussy on Music, 69.
50
Ibid, 40.
51
Ibid, 41.
52
Ibid.
47
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live in each one of them. Then, at least, we could prove once and for all that
music and poetry are the only two arts that live and move in space itself….53
According to Debussy, whose views on this subject may have been indebted to
Symbolism and Impressionism, “open-air music” could be a way to break through the “silly
obsession with over precise ‘forms’ and ‘tonality’ which so unfortunately encumber music.”54
This idea of an “open-air music” was published a second time in the Gil blas newspaper in 1903
with no new details, which may explain the commentary made by Francois Lesure that
“Debussy’s thoughts on open-air music were bold sketches, not practical plans.”55 Debussy’s
idea of music in the open air could be compared to the Impressionist painters, who are associated
with “plein-air” paintings, having abandoned “studio painting” in favor of daylight.56
Influences from Symbolist poetry
For the Symbolist poets, “it was the function of poetry to suggest, not to describe, and to
portray the poet’s own states of mind and consciousness rather than the external world.”57
Symbolism was concerned with the meanings behind external appearances, with the intangible
and “inexpressible.” Baudelaire, citing Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849), proclaimed dreams as “the
only realities,” which is a “radical alternative to the factual, everyday concerns of the Realist
school that had given rise to the Impressionists.”58 According to the painter Paul Gauguin (18481903), the Impressionists viewed things “at the visible and not at the mysterious level of
thought.”59 The Symbolists instead were trying to portray the “dream landscape” that arose from
the poet’s states of mind, with music as the ideal medium of expression.

53

Ibid.
Ibid.
55
Debussy on Music, 71.
56
Debussy on Music, 43.
57
Myers, Rollo. Modern French Music: Its Evolution and Cultural Background from 1900 to the Present Day, 64.
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Charles Morice (1861-1919), an influential theorist and spokesperson for the Symbolists,
suggested that Debussy’s thoughts were more aligned with the ideas of the Symbolists than the
Impressionists. According to Morice, “music can evoke through sound a landscape in a dream.”60
The “landscape in a dream” is not a defined landscape (which is captured in paintings); instead,
it comes from the imaginative experience of the artist. Hence, “the external nature and artist’s
internal imagination combine to form the work of art – that the artist in some way alters, or
distorts the reality for a higher truth.”61
The use of “mystical dream-like images” is usually seen in Symbolist art, which
“suggests a metaphor for abandoning physical reality for the inner realm of dreams, fantasy, and
poetic reverie.”62 One example of Symbolist art is Redon’s “Symbolic Head” (Example 4),
which showcases one of Redon’s favorite themes: a human head depicted in profile. Its
presentation is intentionally ambiguous, with unclear details, serving to connect the viewer to
additional experiences, similarly ambiguous, in other sensory realms such as taste, touch, smell,
and hearing.
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Example 4: Odilon Redons’s “Symbolic Head” (1890)63

Baudelaire’s idea of the “connection among the arts” is another aspect of Symbolism that
is related to Debussy’s music, especially in the correspondences between different areas of
perception. We can see this in a statement by Debussy in which he suggests a relationship among
music, mathematics (cognitive), water (visual), breezes (tactile), and sunset (light and space).
Debussy wrote,
Music is a mysterious mathematical process whose elements are a part of Infinity.
It is allied to the movement of the waters, to the play of the curves described by
the changing breezes. Nothing is more musical than the sunset! For anyone who
can be moved by what they see they can read them in Nature’s book….64
For Baudelaire, the connections among the arts were the “inevitable result of the
connections among all things, what he called ‘the secret and intimate relation of things, the
correspondences and analogies.’”65 Human perceptions and sensations are connected and

63

https://artvee.com/dl/symbolic-head/ [Accessed 25 April 2022]
Debussy on Music, 199.
65
Roberts, Paul. Images: The Piano Music of Claude Debussy, 73.
64

19

interrelated with each other, with music as the ideal vehicle of expression. Debussy also wrote in
1893 that, “music is not just the expression of the feeling… it is the feeling itself.”66 Baudelaire,
in his “Correspondances” poem in Les Fleur du Mal, speaks about unity between the connections
and responses to nature, which is experienced through the mind and imagination of the poet’s
sensory world. The original text and translation of this poem appear below:67
Original Text:

Translation:

CORRESPONDANCES

Echoes

La Nature est un temple où de vivants piliers
Laissent parfois sortir de confuses paroles ;
L'homme y passe à travers des forêts de symboles
Qui l'observent avec des regards familiers.

In Nature’s temple, living columns rise,
Which oftentimes give tongue to words subdued,
And Man traverses this symbolic wood,
Which looks at him with half familiar eyes.

Comme de longs échos qui de loin se confondent
Dans une ténébreuse et profonde unité,
Vaste comme la nuit et comme la clarté,
Les parfums, les couleurs et les sons se répondent.

Like lingering echoes, which afar confound,
Themselves in deep and sombre unity,
As vast as Night, and like transplendency,
The scents and colours to each other respond.

II est des parfums frais comme des chairs d'enfants,
Doux comme les hautbois, verts comme les prairies,
— Et d'autres, corrompus, riches et triomphants,

And scents there are, like infant’s flesh as chaste,
As sweet as oboes, and as meadows fair,,
And others, proud, corrupted, rich and vast,

Ayant l'expansion des choses infinies,
Comme l'ambre, le musc, le benjoin et l'encens,
Qui chantent les transports de l'esprit et des sens.

Which have the expansion of infinity,
Like amber, musk and frankincense and myrrh,
That sings the soul’s and senses ecstasy.

-

Cyril Scott, Baudelaire: The Flowers of Evil
(London: Elkin Matthews, 1909)

We can see the differences between the Impressionists and Symbolists: The former
sought an “objective, visual truth” which is observable from the eyes of the painter, while the
latter were more concerned with the “invisible” and the imaginative experience of the artist. Both
movements shared similarities in that there will inevitably be a subjective point of view in any
kind of visual or auditory experience. Hence, both movements could exert an impact on
Debussy’s music, although it is unclear which influence was greater. One must also note that a
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“reaction against Impressionism in Debussy’s Symbolist circle of the nineties was almost
compulsory.”68 Additionally “Debussy [may] have [also] recognized that the Symbolists’
diagnosis of Impressionist painting as an art of purely objective observation was flawed.
There is perhaps a more suitable description of the term “Impressionist” by the art critic
Jules Castagnary, which may be used in relation to Debussy’s music and nature. Castagnary
mentioned in a positive review of the 1874 Impressionist exhibition how “these youths have a
way of understanding nature that is neither boring nor banal, [and] they are impressionists in the
sense that they render not a landscape but the sensation produced by a landscape.”69 We could
say that the music in Debussy’s “Reflets dans l’eau” renders “not [just] a landscape but the
sensation produced by a landscape.”70 In Debussy’s world, in which music and imagination are
inextricably linked, the listener might experience the soundscape from the natural surroundings,
in addition to being present in the landscape while hearing the music.
We can reasonably conclude that Debussy wanted to do more than just providing a
picture of a natural landscape, as he expressed that he “wished to go beyond the ‘impression’ in
order to express his inner feelings about the impression.”71 Music, he implied, can bridge the gap
between the objective and subjective (corresponding respectively to the Impressionist and
Symbolist attitudes toward art):
I wanted music to have a freedom that was perhaps more inherent than any other
art, for it is not limited to a more or less exact representation of nature, but rather
to the mysterious affinity that exists between Nature and the Imagination.72
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Chapter 4
Inspirations from Nature in Debussy’s Images
Debussy’s individual ideas about music appear in the articles he wrote as a music critic in
the magazines and periodicals La revue blanche, Gil blas and Société internationale de musique
(SIM). To form his ideals in his approach to music composition and criticism, Debussy looked to
nature for inspiration. As we have seen, we can view and explore the evocations of nature in his
piano work Images through the lenses provided by the Impressionist and Symbolist movements.
However, there is an additional lens that also clarifies our view, the influence of Javanese
Gamelan, which also connects us to nature, in the individual movements of Debussy’s Images.
Debussy’s exposure to Gamelan music during the Paris International Exposition in 1889 was
described by his close friend, Robert Godet:
Many fruitful hours for Debussy were spent in the Javanese kampong of the
Dutch section listening to the percussive rhythmic complexities of the Gamelan
with its inexhaustible combinations of ethereal, flashing timbres, while with the
amazing Bedayas [female dancers] the music came visually alive..73
Some features and sounds of Gamelan which Debussy may have attempted to bring into
his music were the multiplicity of rhythmic lines in the percussion ensemble and the use
of the gong.
The concept of “musical arabesque”
The notion of a “musical arabesque,” first written about by Debussy in 1901, is “crucial
to an understanding of his art, for it meant something quite different from the concept of
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melody.”74 This “musical arabesque” is based on the principle of an “ornamental line” with
natural curves, which is the root of many kinds of art.
The term “arabesque” in art is a “style of decoration characterized by intertwining plants
and abstract curvilinear motifs.”75 The term is “derived from a French word and is commonly
applied to patterns in a variety of cultural settings and traditions.”76 An example of art that is
most commonly associated with the decorative form of “arabesque” is Islamic art, although the
form first originated from Eurasian art. Other examples would include Roman reliefs and
Byzantine mosaics which had “complex rhythmic compositions involving acanthus and vine
scrolls.”77 The “arabesque” form was usually “composed of either twining or sinuous scrolls of
branches and leaves or ornate lines abstracted from such natural forms.”78
The term “arabesque” in music has been associated with early composers such as
Palestrina, Vittoria, and Orlando di Lasso, who were said to have found this “divine sense of the
arabesque” through Gregorian chant, “whose delicate tracery they supported with twining
counterpoints.”79 Debussy especially praises the beauty of Bach’s music, especially in
“reworking the arabesque” and in making the multiplicity of lines and curves more flexible and
fluid.
Debussy commented that we should learn from Bach, whom he viewed as the Great
Master who “imbued the arabesque with a wealth of free fantasy so limitless that it still
astonishes us today.” He also continued that:
In Bach’s music it is not the character of the melody that affects us but rather the
curve. More often still it is the parallel movement of several lines whose fusion
74
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stirs our emotions – whether fortuitous or contrived. Based on this conception of
the ornamental, the music will impress the public as regularly as clockwork, and it
will fill their imaginations with pictures.80
Debussy’s understanding of the “arabesque” provides an additional key, along with
nature, to understanding his music in Images, especially with their multiplicity of melodic
and rhythmic lines.
Inspirations from nature
Debussy saw nature as a form of inspiration and freedom, encompassing beauty and
grandeur, that should be greatly revered. Writing under his pseudonym, “Monsieur Croche,”
Debussy asserts that musicians should listen to the music of nature and “search for a discipline
within freedom... and listen to no one’s advice except that of the wind in the trees.”81 Debussy
also commented that “[his] favorite music is those few notes an Egyptian shepherd plays on his
flute: he is a part of the landscape around him, and he knows harmonies that aren’t in our
books.”82 Here we see how Debussy is fascinated with the beauty of nature and how it can be a
source of inspiration to an imaginative world and can enhance the experience of his music.
Debussy’s works that deal with the natural world should not be seen as “a direct
imitation, but rather as capturing the invisible sentiments of nature, [which] is more a process
where the limitless depths of [nature] give free rein to the imagination.”83 This statement is
useful in understanding how Debussy views nature in his music, which may bear similarities to
the sentiments of the Symbolists.
Debussy provided opportunity for further exploration of the connection between music
and nature when he stated that:
80
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Music is a mysterious mathematical process whose elements are a part of Infinity.
It is allied to the movement of the waters, to the play of the curves described by
the changing breezes. Nothing is more musical than the sunset! For anyone who
can be moved by what they see they can read them in Nature’s book….84
Debussy expounds his ideal of the great musician as he describes the form of freedom
that a musician should find in order to break free from “certain sterile traditions with which
[music] is encumbered,” in order to be an art that is not “confined [and] academic.”85 Music is a
“free art, a wellspring, an art of the open air, an art comparable to the elements – the wind, the
sea, and the sky!”86
There is also a form of worship that Debussy associates with nature. Debussy declared in
an interview that he did not practice religion according to the established rites, but instead has
made “the mysteries of nature [his] religion.”87 Debussy went on to describe the emotional
response that he had when contemplating for long hours the “magnificent and ever-changing
beauty of the passing sky.”88 This emotional response to “nature invites its ephemeral and
trembling travelers to experience these wonderful and disturbing spectacles – that is what
[Debussy calls] prayer.”89
Debussy’s thoughts on visual elements in his music were developed further in an article
from November 1913, in which he mentions music as the most suitable medium for capturing the
beauty and grandeur of nature. Debussy writes that:
Music is the art that is in fact the closest to Nature, although it is the one that
contains the most pitfalls. Despite their claims to be true representationalists, the
painters and sculptors can only present us with the beauty of the universe in their
own somewhat fragmentary interpretation. They can capture only one its aspects
at a time, preserve only one moment. It is the musicians alone who have the
84

Debussy on Music, 199.
Ibid, 245.
86
Ibid.
87
Ibid, 248.
88
Ibid.
89
Ibid.
85

25

privilege of being able to convey all the poetry of the night and the day, of earth
and sky.90
Debussy’s piano work: Images
Debussy’s two books of Images were written in 1905 and 1907, respectively. Each book
consists of three individual pieces that have descriptive titles. The pieces that I plan to discuss
show the depiction of nature in their titles: “Reflets dans l’eau” [Reflections in the water],
“Cloches à travers les feuilles” [Bells through the leaves], “Et la lune descend sur le temple qui
fut” [And the moon descends on the temple that was] and “Poissons d'or” [Goldfish]. As a
convenience to the reader, musical scores for these pieces appear below, in the Appendix.
Debussy’s titles in his Images are suggestions for how his listeners can bridge the gap in
response to his music. According to Roberts, Debussy used the term Image as a “conscious
analogy of his musical thought, to create in the mind of the listener a kind of Baudelairian
correspondance.”91 The musical image that Debussy strives to create not only invites an analogy
to visual arts, but can also be compared to how “Baudelaire’s reviews of paintings repeatedly
draw analogies to music.”92 The term image can be comprehended non-visually in relation to
Baudelaire’s correspondances.93 Baudelaire wrote:
The whole visible universe is nothing but a storehouse of images and signs, to
which man’s imagination will assign a place and relative value; it is a kind of
pasture for the imagination to divest and transform.94
All three pieces from the first book of Images bear descriptive titles, but only one piece
shows a pictorial association to nature, “Reflets dans l’eau” [Reflections in the water]. We can
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see the depiction of water imagery from the descriptive title. Water is, of course, a common
theme of nature that is used in the music of other composers, such as Liszt’s “Les jeux d'eaux à
la villa d'este” [The Fountains of the Villa d'Este] and “Au bord d'une source” [Beside a Spring],
and Ravel’s Jeux d’eau [Fountains] and “Une barque sur l’océan” [A Ship on the Ocean].
Debussy also wrote other pieces that contain water imagery which is more symbolic and indirect,
such as “La cathédrale engloutie” [The Engulfed Cathedral] and “Jardins sous la pluie”
[Gardens in the Rain].
Images: “Reflets dans l’eau”
Debussy expressed initial dissatisfaction with the first version of “Reflets dans l’eau” in a
comment to his publisher, Durand, stating that “this piece does not please me much, so I have
resolved to compromise by exploring new ideas, according to the most recent discoveries in
harmonic chemistry.”95 In its revised, published form, this work shows Debussy’s ability to
“balance tonal and non-tonal writing”96 and at the same time to create a sense of “imaginative
reality or experience” which the listener can envision through the reflections in the water. The
“use of pentatonicism, whole-tone sonorities, some parallelism, and some coloristic altered
chords”97 invites the element of the mysterious, as it transfers the listener to another dimension,
while still showing the complexity of emotions that the artist experiences throughout the entire
piece.
The opening of this piece, consisting of chords and the main chime-like motif of the notes
Ab-F-Eb, also gave rise to theories that Debussy may have been inspired by “Monet’s paintings
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of water lilies, where the lightly moving surface of the water shimmers in the most delicate
hues.”98
However, Jean Nectoux dismisses the idea that Debussy was specifically influenced by
Monet’s water-lily paintings and that “Debussy may well have been aware of the artistic
confrontation with reflections of the water from the late 1890s.”99 Water landscapes were a
common subject in Impressionist painting during that time and it is not certain that Monet’s
paintings were uniquely formative for Debussy’s music.
The first chapter in Paul Roberts’s book100 considers both the Impressionist landscapes
and the Symbolists’ references to water in discussing Debussy’s “Reflets dans l’eau,” but does
not attempt a confident answer. The appearance of an Impressionist landscape, which is seen in
the descriptive title’s visual imagery (“Reflections in the Water”), serves only as a starting point
of reference for the listener to experience in the music of Debussy. It would be unreasonable to
claim that every painting of which Debussy was aware—for example, the canvases of Jean
Watteau (1684-1721), presumably known to every cultivated Frenchman of Debussy’s
generation, alongside the work of Monet—exerted specific influence on his compositions.
Instead, Roberts expresses the opinion that Debussy’s music employs a “visual imagination
[which] extended far beyond his awareness of Impressionism.”101 Hence, Roberts leans more
towards the idea of the Symbolists’ use of water and elaborates that perhaps Debussy in “Reflets
dans l’eau” is evoking “a potent image of water as a symbol of interior experience, of the
subconscious impressions of a dream.”102
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Thus, we can view the descriptive titles in Debussy’s Images as a gateway into the inner
world of Debussy, with his response to the impressions and sensations that he may have felt from
the natural world. The evocation of nature in piano music is truly fascinating for me, as it is very
much “reliant on the performer’s powers of suggestion and gifts of imagination – [which] makes
it the ideal Symbolist medium.”103
Performance Considerations
A brief discussion of performance considerations is necessary to show how Debussy
utilized the piano to convey the colorful sounds and textures in his music. The damper pedal is
crucial in creating a blending and blurring of sounds, and also in providing a way to explore the
interesting sonorities that may arise from the overtones. One example of the latter is “the three
note motif in the left hand – Ab, F, Eb – which is born from the overtones of the perfect fifth
chord with which the piece begins,”104 in the key of D-flat major.
The opening four measures are repeated in mm. 5-8, which can be seen as a “reflection
and not as imitation”105 of the opening theme in this piece. Debussy then transforms the sound as
it “evolves and distorts” throughout the piece, in the same way that the “reflection of an image of
water is transformed by movements on the surface.”106
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Example 1: “Reflets dans l’eau,” mm. 1-4.

A comment made by Marguerite Long opens a fruitful avenue for interpreting this piece,
as she referred to the opening motif as “a little circle in water with a little pebble falling into it,”
showing references to the visual imagery. This comment may help the listener to envision “a
pebble dropped into a still pool [creating] ever-widening circles on the surface, [as] the perfectly
formed circles [grow] larger and larger and seeming to drift to infinity.”107 This opening motive
undergoes transformation, with an increasing growth in energy, as the opening motive returns in
mm. 36-37 with shimmering arpeggios.
Example 2: “Reflets dans l’eau,” mm. 36-37

The use of whole-tone chords in mm. 44-48 (see Examples 3 and 4 below) in the left
hand creates a sense of tension and turbulence which builds increasingly (starting with piano
dynamic and slowly getting louder), only to be interrupted by the coloristic B altered ninth chord
in m. 49. The piece finally reaches its climax in mm. 57-58 (Example 5), which is an outburst of
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emotion, reaching the highest peak of ff dynamics, with a sense of triumph in the key of E-flat
major.
Example 3: “Reflets dans l’eau,” mm. 44-45

Example 4: “Reflets dans l’eau,” mm.48-49
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Example 5: “Reflets dans l’eau,” mm. 57-59

Images, Book 2
The Images, Book 2, include titles and also dedications to various artists. The first piece,
“Cloches à travers les feuilles” [Bells through the leaves], is dedicated to the French Art Noveau
sculptor, Alexandre Charpentier. The second piece, “Et la lune descend sur le temple qui fut”
[And the moon descends on the temple that was], is dedicated to Louis Laloy, a close friend and
biographer of Debussy; and the final piece, “Poissons d'or” [Goldfish], is dedicated to the
Spanish pianist, Ricardo Viñes. The main visual difference between the first and second books of
Images is the use of three staves in the second book of Images, to “clarify the music’s multilayered sounds and structures.”108 The usage of three staves helps the performer visualize the
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melodic lines and multiplicity of textures more clearly, as Debussy increasingly blurs the lines of
melody and harmony.
We can also see how Debussy’s titles became more imaginative. His written indications
to the performer also became more specific with regard to the manner of playing, “thereby telling
the performer more than ever about the interpretation that he favored.”109 Examples of written
performance indications in “Cloches a à travers les feuilles” include a bass figure in m. 10 which
is marked presque rien (almost nothing), a melody marked in m. 14 with expressif et doucement
appuyé (expressive and gently pressed), and a specific figuration in m. 13 which is marked as
très égal—comme une buée irisée (very equal – like an iridescent mist).
Images: “Cloches à travers les feuilles”
The inspiration for “Cloches à travers les feuilles” may have come from Debussy’s close
friend and biographer Louis Laloy, who told Debussy of the “impressions left on him by rural
bell-ringing as it resounded through the forests from afar on All Saints’ Day.”110 The opening of
the piece consists of rapidly moving whole-tone intervals whose notes possess bell-like sustained
qualities. The whole-tone figuration in mm. 1-3 (Example 6) appears in multiple registers,
creating an atmosphere of “stillness with motion,” filled with ambiguity. This atmosphere,
harmonically static, can be explained through the use of symmetrical structures that do not show
a clear draw toward tonic.
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Example 6: “Cloches à travers les feuilles,” mm. 1-3

This piece likely reveals textures and sonorities of the Javanese Gamelan, especially in
relation to the percussive bell-like textures of the opening, along with the use of whole-tone and
pentatonic scales. There are also five intertwining lines (within a range of two octaves) which
move at the same time, creating strands of sounds reminiscent of Gamelan music.
Given the twelve-tone equal-tempered scale of the piano, a pentatonic scale serves as an
approximation of the slendro scale. Moreover, the whole-tone scale also lacks a tonal center in
the same way that pelog scales lack a tonal center. The traditional Gamelan ensemble was
dominated by instruments of ringing metal. Furthermore, the Gamelan ensemble presents a
texture of stratified polyphony, similar to Debussy’s five intertwining lines.
Debussy also understood there to be a strong connection between Javanese Gamelan
music and nature, as he wrote in his 1913 article:
There was once, and there is still, despite the evils of civilization, a race of
delightful people who learnt music as easily as we learn to breathe. Their
academy is the eternal rhythm of the sea, the wind of the leaves, thousands of tiny
sounds which they listen to attentively without ever consulting treatises. Their
traditions are preserved only in ancient songs, sometimes involving in dance....111
Debussy went on to praise Javanese music as obeying “laws of counterpoint that make Palestrina
seem like child’s play.”112 Debussy was also intrigued with how “one will find a percussive
111
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charm, if one listens to it without being prejudiced by one’s European ears.”113 Moreover, “no
special theater is required” and “all that is needed is instinctive desire for the artistic.”114
Debussy’s taste in music is further clarified in this article, as he mentions that “real music
is never ‘difficult.’”115 He was perhaps drawn to the music of the Javanese Gamelan because of
the mysterious elements that come from the roots of this music, and how “one can never find out
exactly ‘how it is done.’”116 Debussy’s concept of the “musical arabesque” also provides an
additional key, along with nature, to understanding his music in Images, especially with the
multiplicity of melodic and rhythmic lines.

Images: “Et la lune descend sur le temple qui fut”
The second piece from the second book of Images has the title “Et la lune descend sur le
temple qui fut” [And the moon descends on the temple that was]; it was dedicated to Louis
Laloy. This piece can be described as “emerging from space and time”117 and depicting an
imaginative scenery that is experienced by the artist. The sparse texture of this piece creates a
feeling of uncertainty which is clouded by imaginative “realities,” as Debussy mentioned to
Durand in 1908.118 This is very much attuned to the concept of the “dream landscape,” so
beloved by the Symbolists.
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The main characteristic of this piece is its “melodic conception,” as the music is made up
mainly of “single melodic lines, where harmony functions as textures and sonority.”119 There is
also a draft of this piece in a sketchbook from roughly 1907, in which the pentatonic motive of
bars 13 and 14 (Example 7) bears the heading “Bouddha.”120 Debussy ultimately decided on the
title “Et la lune descend sur le temple qui fut,” perhaps as a nod to the form he had originally
planned, a “perfect Alexandrine,”121 which is a verse form in French poetry that consists of a line
of twelve syllables with major stresses on the sixth and the last syllable and a pause at the
midpoint between the two halves.
Example 7: “Et la lune descend sur le temple qui fut,” mm. 12-15.

The structure of this piece is quite free, with some Gamelan-like textures and sonorities,
and also long pedal points in the low registers on the keyboard, as seen in mm. 6-9 (see Example
8 below). The use of pedal points is also reminiscent of the largest gong in the Gamelan
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ensemble. This piece can be understood as “fragments of images in a dream that is halfunderstood” by the artist, listener, and performer,122 which may be more aligned with the
aesthetics of the Symbolists.
Hence, this piece depends hugely on the performer’s imagination and creativity to
explore the colors and interesting sonorities prevalent in this piece. Based on the title alone,
“And the moon descends on the temple that was,” we can imagine a story which is tied to the
“suggestion of antiquity, nighttime and ruins.”123 The performer can perhaps envision a long-lost
tune at mm. 25-26 (Example 9), which is sung from an ancient past, in the forest with the sounds
of the tolling bells.
This piece also plays with the concept of movement and time, as we can experience a
feeling of stillness that is filled with uneasiness at the very beginning of the piece, where in mm.
1-3 both hands play the same chords an octave apart (Example 10). The dynamics for the entire
first page also remain at the softer side (p, pp), which adds to the mysterious atmosphere, as if
existing only in a “dream-like” reality.

122
123

Roberts, Paul. Images: The Piano Music of Claude Debussy, 171.
Gordon, Stewart. A History of Keyboard Literature, 368.
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Example 8: “Et la lune descend sur le temple qui fut,” mm. 6-9.

Example 9: “Et la lune descend sur le temple qui fut,” mm. 25-26
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Example 10: “Et la lune descend sur le temple qui fut,” mm. 1-3

Images: “Poissons d'or”
The last piece in Debussy’s second book of Images displays the title “Poissons d’or”
[Goldfish] and a dedication to the Spanish pianist, Ricardo Viñes. This title apparently came
from a piece of Japanese lacquer panel that Debussy owned; the panel shows two gold-colored
ornamental carps swimming against a jet-black background.124
This piece is highly virtuosic and full of movement, with tremolos (mm. 1-6), long trills
(mm. 16-21), and glistening arpeggios which evoke the liveliness of the two golden fish
swimming around each other. Examples 11 and 12 illustrate these points. The score itself
suggests movement, “sometimes swiftly darting and at other times lazily hovering.”125 Measures
30-31 (Example 13) also reveal some subtle changes of character which invite a sense of
curiosity, also seen through the performance direction Capricieux et souple (capricious and
flexible). These two measures are short, but highly effective, in acting as transitional material to
a momentary cloud of darkness that in mm. 32-33 looms in the bass (Example 14).

124
125

Roberts, Paul. Images: The Piano Music of Claude Debussy, 189.
Gordon, Stewart. A History of Keyboard Literature: Music for the Piano and Its Forerunners, 368.
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The contrasts of emotion are also huge, as the feelings of sweetness in mm. 46-47
(Example 15) are immediately interrupted by rapid thirty-second notes in mm. 55-56 (Example
16). The piece then gradually reveals a dark and serious section in which the sequential passage
in the bass becomes increasingly prominent in mm. 64-71 (Example 17). The dynamics build
slowly from pp to f in mm. 72-73 (Example 18). The sequential passage which was at the bass
(third staff) is now at the top (first staff), highlighted by the f dynamic and the inclusion of
tremolos, as the piece eventually reaches its climax at around mm. 74-81 (see Example 19); here
we find the loudest dynamic (fortissimo) and the key of Eb major. After some transitional
material, the piece slowly dissipates into a cadenza-like coda which brings the work to a quiet
close.
As we see, this piece invites a great deal of freedom for the performer to explore,
especially in the richness of pianistic writing. The clear primacy of melody and the many
virtuosic passages, both reflective of music in the Romantic era, add to the charm in this piece.
The multiple layers of textures, aided by the use of three staves in the score, along with
Debussy’s clear performance indications, give opportunity for a wide range of emotions,
allowing the performer to experience a world of freedom and imagination.
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Example 11: “Poissons d'or,” mm. 1-6

Example 12: “Poissons d'or,” mm. 16-21

41

Example 13: “Poissons d’or,” mm. 30-31

Example 14: “Poissons d’or,” mm. 32-33

Example 15: “Poissons d’or,” mm. 46-47
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Example 16: “Poissons d’or,” mm. 55-56
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Example 17: “Poissons d’or,” mm. 64-71

Example 18: “Poissons d’or,” mm. 72-73
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Example 19: “Poissons d’or,” mm. 74-81
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Chapter 5
Conclusion

Debussy looked to Nature as a model for his musical thoughts and as a source of ideas for
composing his music. Debussy’s intense response to nature is well documented in his writings as
a music critic, as published in the periodicals La revue blanche, Gil blas, and Société
internationale de musique; translations from these journals proved to be an important source of
information for this research document.
That Debussy regarded nature as important subject matter for his music is also clearly
indicated by the evocative titles he gave to numerous works, including the pieces discussed in
this project: “Reflets dans l’eau” [Reflections in the water], “Cloches à travers les feuilles”
[Bells through the leaves], “Et la lune descend sur le temple qui fut” [And the moon descends on
the temple that was] and “Poissons d'or” [Goldfish].
Useful lenses for viewing the complex relationship between nature and Debussy’s
musical style include the influences from the Impressionist and Symbolist movements, along
with Javanese Gamelan music. The idea of a musical arabesque, which is based on the principle
of an ornamental line with natural curves, also helps us to understand the multiplicity of melodic
and rhythmic lines in Debussy’s music. We know that Debussy despised the “Impressionist”
label, especially because this term was sometimes used as a form of insult to his own music. That
acknowledged, the subject matter of nature from the artist’s point of view is also portrayed in
Impressionist paintings, which may bear some similarities to how nature is evoked in Debussy’s
music.
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The influences of Symbolism and Javanese Gamelan are relevant especially in discussing
Debussy’s musical ideals. The concept of a “dream-like” experience, including the
correspondence between sensations and perceptions, also helps us understand Debussy’s music
from the perspective of the Symbolists. As discussed above, we also know that he was deeply
influenced by the Javanese Gamelan music he heard at the Paris Exhibition, regarding it as
coming directly from nature; in that regard, we also know that he admired “how Javanese music
obeys laws of counterpoint, with a power that he felt made even Palestrina seem like child’s
play.”126
Descriptive titles in Debussy’s music often suggest that pictorial associations with nature
are part of the musical image. This correspondence can be a helpful vantage point from which
the listener may experience the music of Debussy’s imagined natural world. In his musical
expression and ideals, Debussy sought a freedom which he understood to be derived from the
laws of nature. His thoughts on the correlation between nature, freedom, and imagination may
help to bridge the perceived gap between the ideas of the Impressionists and the Symbolists.
Exploring Debussy’s music in light of the influences that he received during the fin-desiècle era proves to be highly valuable in helping us better understand Debussy as composer and
critic. Debussy’s unique form of worship through contemplating nature helps us to understand
the ideals that he had in breaking through the traditions of musical structure and tonality. We can
also see Debussy’s inspiration from nature, which I hope could encourage further research on
this topic, when he wrote:
Music is the art that is in fact the closest to Nature, although it is the one that
contains the most pitfalls.... [and] it is the musicians alone who have the privilege
of being able to convey all the poetry of the night and the day, of earth and sky.127
126
127

Debussy on Music, 278
Debussy on Music, 261.
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I sincerely hope that this research may assist the reader in seeing the many connections
with nature in Debussy’s music. All of us, as listeners, performers, and teachers, may count it a
privilege to explore the limitless freedom, interpretation, and imagination in Debussy’s musical
world.
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Appendix
Musical Scores for Works Discussed
Debussy, Claude. Images: 1re série, pour piano a 2 mains. Paris: A. Durand & fils, 1905.
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Debussy, Claude. Images:2e série pour piano seul. Paris: A. Durand & fils, 1908.
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